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Limbaugh said Fox’s spasms on 
camera were merely “an act”.
As USA Today put it, “Limbaugh 
noted that Fox, a longtime 
advocate for research on 
embryonic stem cells, has said 
he sometimes does not take his 
medication in order to illustrate 
Parkinson’s severe physical 
effects. Uncontrolled shaking 
and stiffness are among the 
symptoms of the nerve disease.” 
The paper noted that stem cells 
are an issue in at least 20 House, 
Senate and governor races. “Fox’s 
dramatic ads are very effective 
with suburban voters, seniors and 
parents,” the paper said, referring 
to the comments of Evan Tracey 
of the non-partisan Campaign 
Media Analysis Group. “It puts the 
Republicans on the wrong side of 
hope.”
Limbaugh quickly had to 
backpedal and apologize to the 
popular actor for his callous 
comment. But this exchange 
quickly blew up into a national 
issue. Fox ended up providing 
support to other Democrats 
in close races. That included 
Democrat Benjamin Cardin, 
running for US Senate in 
Maryland. Cardin’s opponent, 
Republican Michael Steele, tried 
to counteract the commercials 
with a rebuttal from his sister, 
a physician. The Washington 
Post says she called the ad 
“tasteless”.
“Putting her hand to her 
heart — as Fox does in Cardin’s 
commercial — she then reveals 
her credentials: She has multiple 
sclerosis, and ‘I know he cares 
about me’.”
Fox, campaigning in Ohio 
for Democratic senate-hopeful 
Sherrod Brown, told the Dayton 
Daily News, “As you may know, 
this last week I had a little run-in 
with a less-than compassionate 
conservative. I guess I’m not 
supposed to speak until my 
symptoms go away. Or maybe I’m 
just supposed to go away. But I’m 
not going to go away.”
Indeed, he didn’t go away. 
And neither did most of the 
candidates he supported. 
Sherrod Brown won the US 
Senate seat he sought. So did 
Benjamin Cardin in Maryland. 
The stem-cell research measure 
passed in Missouri. And 
Democrat Claire McCaskill 
won a razor-thin victory in that 
state, helping Democrats secure 
control of the US Senate. (Not 
everyone Fox backed was 
victorious. Democrat Tammy 
Duckworth, a disabled Iraq war 
veteran in Illinois, lost her bid 
for a seat in the US House of 
Representatives.)
Stem cells never rose to the top
of the heap in most voters’ minds.
Exit polls showed that most of 
the Democratic tidal wave was 
the result of dissatisfaction 
with President George W. Bush. 
Americans deeply oppose the 
war in Iraq. They perceived 
Democrats as better able to deal 
with the domestic economy. 
As the BBC put it the day after 
the election, “The Democrats’ 
success has been due in no small 
part to their ability to appeal to 
voters on issues that matter to 
them at home, and a perception 
that the Republican Congress 
has been ineffective and scandal-
ridden.” Yet stem cells could well 
have helped McCaskill squeeze 
out a few desperately needed 
votes to oust incumbent Jim 
Talent.
“Some political analysts say 
his half-hearted rejection of the 
[stem-cell ballot] measure helped 
Ms. McCaskill,” the New York 
Times reported. “Independent and
undecided voters make up a tiny 
sliver of the state’s electorate, 
and they were largely the focus of 
Mr. Talent’s and Ms. McCaskill’s 
campaigns, as each crossed over 
into the other’s traditional base to 
find an advantage, however small, 
with upbeat appeals and personal 
attacks.”
This election is of course 
not the last word on stem cell 
politics. Assuming Democrats 
in congress are able to craft 
new legislation to expand 
this research, they still face a 
formidable obstacle. The man 
occupying the White House still 
opposes most of this work, and 
he has the power of the veto.
Richard F. Harris is a science 
correspondent at National Public Radio 
and past president of the National 




The year 2006 might go down in 
history as the time when concern 
about global warming finally 
reached the political mainstream. 
Throughout the industrialized 
world, politicians of all colours 
have acknowledged the problem 
and expressed good intentions 
to do something about it, even if 
many of them are not quite ready 
to give up their ambitions to build 
new airport runways as yet. 
Therefore, it seems fitting 
that the DBU (Deutsche 
Bundesstiftung Umwelt — Federal 
Foundation for the Environment) 
has rewarded a biogeochemist 
who has spent decades 
investigating the role of forests in 
climate change. 
The foundation, which was 
set up in 1991, handed out the 
German Environment Award for 
the 14th time this year. Worth 
500,000 Euros, it is the largest 
such prize in Europe. Previous 
winners include film-maker Heinz 
Sielmann, who died earlier this 
year, and Paul Crutzen, who 
unraveled the mechanisms of 
ozone loss in the stratosphere. 
This year, the award was shared 
equally between biogeochemist 
Europe’s largest environmental 
award recognizes research into 
the role of deforestation in global 
warming, as Michael Gross 
reports.
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Hopes that computer software 
can help reveal events in the 
biological world have often 
been little realized, but a new 
prize has rewarded a Cambridge 
biologist for his work in 
simulating bacterial chemotaxis 
productively on a computer.
Dennis Bray has won a 
€250,000 award funded by 
Microsoft Corp., for his research 
using innovative computer 
simulations of biological 
systems. His work focuses on 
the molecular systems that 
enable bacteria to detect  
and respond to chemical 
changes in their surroundings, 
swimming for example  
towards food and away from 
poisons.
“Computer modelling 
 allows us to look at how 
these sets of molecules, 
especially proteins, 
 interact together”
Bray said: “This award 
will enable me to set up a 
computational facility for the 
new Department of Physiology, 
Development and Neuroscience 
at the University of Cambridge 
consisting of a network 
of computing nodes and 
workstations. This will provide 
needed computational power  
for a number of ongoing projects, 
including our own molecular 
simulations of chemotaxis.” 
Bray said that chemotaxis is 
one of the few examples where  
the individual components that 
dictate cell behaviour are known. 
“Computer modelling allows 
us to look at how these sets of 
molecules, especially proteins, 
interact together to create a 
biological system and that’s why 
it’s so exciting.”
More generally Bray is trying to 
demonstrate that when computer 
simulations reach a significant 
richness and accuracy they 
may be treated as experimental 
objects in their own right. “These 
surrogate organisms can then 
be used to tackle problems 
that cannot be approached 
with existing technology and 
equipment,” he said.
Martin Rees, president of 
the Royal Society, said: “The 
interface of science and 
computing is challenging the 
frontiers of scientific knowledge 
and a growing number of 
sciences would not exist in 
their current form were it not 
for the power of computers 
now available. Dr. Bray has 
been a tireless and influential 
advocate of the computational 
approach to living cells. His 
work demonstrates why 
computational biology will be 
essential for making progress 
in the field of biology more 
generally.”
The new award is fuelled by 
the increasing convergence 
of computer science and the 
natural sciences. 
Simulating bacterial chemotaxis 
has been the focus of a major 




Screen tracks: Dennis Bray of Cam-
bridge University has won the Royal 
Society and Academie des Sciences 
Microsoft European Science award for 
innovative modelling of bacterial chemo-
taxis.Detlef Schulze from the 
Max- Planck Institute at Jena, 
and entrepreneur Hans Huber, 
who developed and distributed 
robust technologies for cleaning 
up drinking water in developing 
countries. 
At the award ceremony, 
Federal president Horst Köhler 
emphasized the importance and 
benefits of protecting the natural 
environment. Other high- profile 
speakers at the event included 
the former minister for the 
environment, Klaus Töpfer, and the 
member of the DBU supervisory 
board, Hubert Weinzierl. 
Michael Schmidt from the 
Technical University of Cottbus, 
a member of the jury that 
selected the recipients of the 
award, explained that Schulze 
received his share of the prize for 
his research into global carbon 
cycles. He pointed out that 
Schulze’s research had shown 
that large scale changes of land 
use, including deforestation, are 
responsible for around one quarter 
of the observable global warming. 
Schulze commented on the 
award, which took him by surprise: 
It is “a major recognition of my 
view that land management 
effects will accelerate climate 
change. This refers not only to 
deforestation in the tropics, but 
also to land conversion in the 
Northern hemisphere and the 
intensification of management 
in forestry and agriculture in the 
developed world.”
Acknowledging the 
contributions of around 500 
scientists across Europe in his 
research network, he said: “The 
Umweltpreis is a recognition 
of work carried out not only by 
myself but by a large group of 
scientists in Europe working in the 
CarboEurope project.”
For all those politicians who 
now appear so keen to fix the 
climate problem, Schulze has a 
word of warning: “Trying to solve 
the problem of global climate 
change without protecting 
terrestrial global carbon pools, 
and neglecting the biology of the 
carbon cycle, will most likely fail.”
Michael Gross is a science writer based 
at Oxford. He can be contacted via his 
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